As I write this, I am thinking back to the SIGMOD and PODS conferences, held at FCRC in San Diego just a few weeks ago. What again struck me at these conferences is the merit of all of the sessions, whether research paper, industrial, or tutorial. Our field is blessed with several first-rate conferences and a wide range of specialized workshops through which much quality research can be communicated.
Turnaround Time
Turnaround time is the interval between the submission, usually electronic, of a manuscript or a revision and the sending of the editorial decision, now almost entirely by electronic mail. A publication with a short turnaround time may be considered more relevant than one with a longer turnaround time.
Conferences advertise their turnaround times in advance, by announcing the submission deadline and the notification date. SIGMOD'02 requested papers on November 2, 2001 and notified authors on January 22, 2002, a turnaround time of 11.5 weeks 1 . It achieved this fast turnaround time by requiring all submissions to be synchronized and by assembling in advance a program committee. PODS'02 requested papers on November 9, 2001 and notified authors on January 29, 2002, a turnaround time also of 11.5 weeks.
TODS allows submissions at any time, and assembles a unique set of reviewers for each manuscript. Such flexibility necessarily increases the turnaround time, but as Figure 1 shows, not by much 2 .
The turnaround time has been slowly decreasing over the past two years. This figure shows four sets of data. The bottom line is the average turnaround time, a moving average of the turnaround time for papers submitted in the indicated month. To smooth monthly variations, the moving average includes all of the submissions for the previous year. Each data point represents dozens of papers. The value for February 2003, 13.7 weeks, is the average turnaround time for all of the papers submitted between (inclusive) March 2002 and February 2003. The next line up is the average turnaround time for external reviews only, a moving average of the turnaround time for papers submitted in the indicated month. This includes only submissions that went out to external reviewers and specifically excludes desk accepts and rejects. The value for February 2003, 17.1 weeks, is the average turnaround time for external reviews of all the papers submitted during the year up through February 2003. The straight line is the committed maximum turnaround time, the boundary that the Editorial Board has committed to not exceed, for any submission. The Editorial Board recently established a formal policy stating its commitment to providing an editorial decision within 6 months. I don't know of another journal that has been willing to publicly announce such a commitment and then provide statistics indicating compliance.
The points, one per month, denote the maximum or peak turnaround time for submissions in the indicated month. Each point represents a single, unusually slow paper submitted during the indicated month. For all the papers submitted in February 2003, the longest turnaround time was 4.7 months. For the year this commitment has been in place, no paper has required more than six months.
In terms of turnaround time, TODS at 13.7 weeks is approaching conferences (as exemplified by SIGMOD and PODS at 11.5 weeks), and TODS follows conferences in publicly stating a deadline for notification.
End-to-End Time
End-to-end time is the interval between the original submission of a manuscript and the appearance in print of (generally a revision of) that manuscript. (An alternate definition uses the time the paper appears electronically, though that time is much harder to determine for papers in the past, and so is not reported here.) A publication with a shorter end-to-end time might be considered more relevant.
One difference between conference and journals is that the former is one-shot, up or down, whereas journals permit a dialog between the reviewers and the authors to obtain a publishable paper. Many papers rejected by a conference appear in a subsequent conference, though I am not aware of any study of how many reviewing cycles are endured by the average conference paper. (The same holds for some journal articles, which are rejected from one or more journals before finally being accepted.)
For SIGMOD'02, submissions were due November 2, 2001 and the paper appeared in print the first day of the conference, June 3, 2003, for an end-to-end time of seven months. For PODS'02, the submission date was a week later, so the end-to-end time was 6.8 months.
For journals, the end-to-end time comprises the turnaround time for each cycle, the time for the author(s) to prepare zero, one, or several revisions, the time the paper sits in the queue waiting for a slot in an issue, Figure 2 shows the data for TODS, calculated from the submission date as indicated on the last page of the article in the journal and from the cover month of the issue 3 . This data does not take into account that some issues over the past few years were printed late, nor does it include data for the first volume, as papers in that volume do not have a "submitted on" date.
The end-to-end time started at 11 months in 1977, grew to almost 3.5 years in 1991 (can you imagine waiting over three years for your paper to wind its way through the reviewing and production process?!), 
Reference Age
There is an interesting CiteSeer page 4 with statistics on publication delay, which "is estimated using the average age of the most recent citation in articles at the time of publication." 621 conferences and journals are included. PODS comes in about half-way down, at position 291 at 9.13 months, SIGMOD is right there at position 294 at 9.26 months, and TODS is way down at the bottom, at position 597 at 27.00 months (to four significant digits!). There is a big difference here between conferences and journals.
Or is there? A recent CACM article 5 entitled "Of course it's true; I saw it on the Internet!: critical thinking in the Internet era," by Leah Graham and Panagiotis Takis Metaxas, studied use of the Internet by students for research. The paper concludes, "Clearly, students consider the Internet a primary source of information. The results presented here suggest many students have difficulty recognizing trustworthy sources, though perhaps the underlying problem is a lack of understanding of the Internet as an unmonitored source of information." 3 Thanks to Tessa Chalberg and Eric and Melanie Brucks for collecting these statistics.
This figure is also on http://www.acm.org/tods/TurnaroundTime.html. Many researchers use CiteSeer to locate useful articles. Some even quote statistics from CiteSeer 6 . But where does CiteSeer get its data? Quoting from the CiteSeer publication delay page, "Generated from documents in the CiteSeer database. This list is automatically generated and may contain errors. Only venues with at least 15 articles are shown." The CiteSeer database contains only publicly accessible papers. Most journals, including TODS, are not publicly accessible. So what CiteSeer does is find papers on the web (preprints, previous versions, even technical reports) with the same title and authors. What is problematic is that it uses those papers on the web, which are not from the journals, to make statements about the journals themselves. At the very least, CiteSeer should state up front this critical proviso.
Ah, but SIGMOD and PODS papers are both freely available through the ACM DL. So shouldn't those statistics be accurate? Unfortunately, no. The ACM DL provides a query interface, so its content, even if freely accessible, cannot be retrieved by web crawlers, and thus is out of reach of CiteSeer. I checked, and CiteSeer doesn't know about most of my SIGMOD and PODS papers. So these statistics are over an unreported number of articles, related in some undetermined way to the actual papers in the conferences and journals.
Unlike CiteSeer, I have access to all of the SIGMOD, PODS and TODS papers. So I manually computed these statistics for the year 2002, which was a pain. The reference age, the average interval from the citation of the most recent published paper to the print publication date, was 8.2 months for SIGMOD, 10 months for PODS, and 13 months for TODS. Figure 2 we see that end-to-end time has decreased dramatically in the last decade. My guess is that the reference age follows this trend, and so the average reference age for TODS, computed over the last 25 years, is probably much higher than that for the last few years.)
The National Research Council published a study about ten years ago 7 with an appendix entitled "Comparing Journal and Conference Publication." In addition to time to publication 8 , this study also examined two other metrics: "fraction of references to papers less than two years old," with conferences having a higher fraction, and "median age of reference," with conferences having a lower age. It is not clear whether these metrics are useful indicators of journal relevance. While it is certainly important to reference the most recent work, it is also important to reference related work done in the past, even long in the past. In this aspect, I feel that CiteSeer got it right, that the average age of the most recent citation is a more appropriate metric.
Selectivity
Finally, the NRC study mentioned selectivity, commenting that "Although the journal reviewing process may be more thorough, the prestigious conferences are highly selective." They reported acceptance rates of 18-23%; database conferences are in that range: SIGMOD'02 had an acceptance rate of 17.5% and PODS'02 of 22.0%. Continuing, "An informal survey of editors of other major ACM and Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) journals found acceptance rates that vary from 25 to 35 percent. The private journals tend to be in the same range, although at the higher end." TODS is at the very bottom of that range, more similar to conferences than to private journals in terms of selectivity.
